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dren suffer suddenly be cured, nor can their asthma be
immediately relieved. Why not, at least, give children in this
city something so spectacular, so wonderful and special in
their public schools that hundreds of them, maybe thou-
sands, might be able somehow to soar up above the hopeless-

" ness, the clouds of smoke and sense of degradation all

around them?

Every child, every mother, in this city is, to a degree, in
the position of a supplicant for someone else’s help. The city
turns repeatedly to outside agencies—the federal Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development, the federal and
Illinois EPA, the U.S. Congress, the Illinois State Board of
Education, religious charities, health organizations, medical
schools and educational foundations—soliciting help in
much the way that African and Latin American nations beg
for grants from agencies like AID. And yet we stop to tell
ourselves: These are Americans. Why do we reduce them to0
this beggary—and why, particularly, in public education?
Why not spend on children here at least what we would be
investing in their education if they lived within a wealthy
district like Winnetka, [llinois, or Cherry Hill, New Jersey,
or Manhasset, Rye, or Great Neck in New York? Wouldn't
this be natural behavior in an affluent society that seems to
value fairness in so many other areas of life? Is fairness less
important to Americans today than in some earlier times? is
it viewed as slightly tiresome and incompatible with hard-
nosed values? What do Americans believe about equality?

“Drive west on the Eisenhower Expressway,” writes the
Chicago Tribune, “out past the hospital complex, and look
south.” Before your eyes are block after block of old, aban-
doned, gaping factories. “The overwhelming sensation is
emptiness. . . . What's left is, literally, nothing.”

This emptiness—“an industrial slum without the indus-
try,” a local resident calls it—is North Lawhdale. The neigh-
borhood, according to the Tribune, “has one bank, one
supermarket, 48 state lottery agents . .. and 99 licensed bars
and liquor stores.” With only a single supermarket, food is
of poor quality and overpriced. Martin Luther King, who
lived in this neighborhood in 1966, said there was a 10-to-
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deserted factories. *
. . “God’ i i :
e g s f)d s beautifu) people live here in the

out. The Vice Lords, the Dicei
. ) D R
In a sense, replaced the;:_ sciples and the Latin Kings have,

{LW'[ .
\vio]enc‘f:i ;}nﬁ]ed:ﬁrall fut? €dgangs there is, of [ urse, more
week o oried a young man 2] _
: 4g0o. Most of the people that I bury , byears old a

ges of 18 and 30.” ¥ are between the
€ stops the car Hext to a we
] ed-
(()It:";:?r of S'Xt?emh and Hamlin, “Dr.C I;’{f;ﬁet’i”igt close ‘[0 the
1S corner.” There is no memorial. The%it T e

wh g o
ere Dr. King Jived with his family, “Kids like these will kjlj
a warm-up jacket,” says the

“T i
here are good people in this neighborhood,” he says
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“determined and persistent and strong-minded people who

~ have character and virtues you do not see everywhere. You

say to yourself, “There’s something here that’s being purified
by pain.” All the veneers, all the facades, are burnt away and
you see something genuine and beautiful that isn't often
found among the affluent. I see it in children—in the young-
est children sometimes. Beautiful sweet natures. It’s as if they
are refined by their adversity. But you cannot sentimentalize.
The odds they face are hellish and, for many, many people
that I know, life here is simply unendurable:

“Dr. King once said that he had met his match here in
Chicago. He said that he faced more bigotry and hatred here
than anywhere he’d been in the Deep South. Now he's gone.
The weeds have overgrown his memory. I sometimes won-
der if the kids who spend their lives out on that corner would
be shocked, or even interested, to know that he had lived
there once. If you told them, I suspect you'd get a shrug at

most. . .."”

On a clear October day in 1990, the voices of children in
the first-fioor hallway of the Mary Mcl.eod Bethune School
in North Lawndale are as bright and optimistic as the voices
of small children anywhere. The school, whose students are
among the poorest in the city, serves one of the neighbor-
hoods in which the infant death rate is particularly high.
Nearly 1,000 infants die within these very poor Chicago
neighborhoods each year. An additional 3,000 infants are
delivered with brain damage or with other forms of neuro-
logical impairment. But, entering a kindergarten classroom
on this autumn morning, one would have no sense that any-
thing was wrong. Kindergarten classes almost anywhere are

* cheerful places, and whatever damage may already have been
done to children here is not initially apparent to a visitor.
When the children liec down on the floor to have their

naps, I sit and watch their movements and their breathing.
A few of them fall asleep at once, but others are restless and
three little boys keep poking one another when the teacher
looks away. Many tiny coughs and whispers interrupt the

silence for a while.




SAVAGE INEQUALITIES
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el “Wimeu}’)’;::‘xed by c”ompanies that market school mate-

r,” “Spring,” “Summer,” “Autumn,” “Zoo Ani

mals,” “Communit Hel ” .
‘teacher made themzﬂ%s. pers.” Nothing the children or

On the door is a clas
: sroom chart (“Watch P
:izz)r ctifil:t imeasures every child’s size and weig;tsf %sgéh )
potads % tg the c_hart.. is 38 inches tall and weighs 4?},
pounds. ashonda, is 42 inches and weighs 45. § g
mf:?es wll. He weighs only 38, Seneca s only
it up. ;‘ZI;CBSfmgm;J{es pass, the teacher tells the children to
sound asleen. the boys who were most restless suddenly ar
“Folded h ep. '}"he others sit up. The teacher tells tl)’; ©
They wz'gg???}iéj '];hey fold their hands. “Wiggle your w:;n,,:
r 1€ - ’ s v
rioses. oes. “Touch your nose!” They touch their
The teacher questions
€ s them about a trip th
v\?;fm?Ef?;% Where did we go?” The cﬁi]dignm:g:wt'he
“What.did Watfd;d we see?” The children answer, “Shee e;::
teacher re N ee{.j -thfm?" A child yells out, “Soup!” Ti'e
B proves him: “You weren’t there! What is th. ;
Ier. The other children answer, “Cory!” e right
1 a somewhat mechanical way, the teacher lifts a pic-

ture book of Mother G :
dren sit before her on [;l)f:) f‘iga.nd flips the pages as the chil-
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“Mary had a little lamb, its fleece was white as snow. . ..

- Old Mother Hubbard went to the cupboard to fetch her

poor dog a bone. . .. Jack and Jill went up the hill. ... This
little piggy went to market. . .."
The children recite the verses with her as she turns the
pages of the book. She’s not very warm or animated as she
does it, but the children are obedient and seem to like the
fun of showing that they know the words. The book looks
worn and old, as if the teacher’s used it many, many years,
and it shows no signs of adaptation to the race of the black
children in the school. Mary is white. Old Mother Hubbard
is white. Jack is white. Jill is white. Little Jack Horner is white.
Mother Goose is white. Only Mother Hubbard’s dog is black.
“Baa, baa, black sheep,” the teacher reads, “have you any
wool?”’ The children answer: “Yessir, yessir, three bags full. -
One for my master....” The master is white. The sheep are
black.
Four little boys are still asleep on the green rug an hour
later when I leave the room. I stand at the door and look at
the children, most of whom are sitting at a table now to have
their milk. Nine years from now, most of these children will

o on to Manley High School, an enormous, ugly building

~ just a block away that has a graduation rate of only 38 per-

cent. Twelve years from now, by junior year of high school,
if the neighborhood statistics hold true for these children, 14
of these 23 boys and girls will have dropped out of school.
Fourteen years from now, four of these kids, at most, will go
to college. Eighteen years from now, one of those four may
graduate from college, but three of the 12 boys in this kin-
dergarten will already have spent time in prison.

If one stands here in this kindergarten room and does
not know these things, the moment seems auspicious. But if
one knows the future that awaits them, it is terrible to see
their eyes look up at you with friendliness and trust—to see
this and to know what is in store for them.

In a Afth grade classroom on the third floor of the
school, the American flag is coated with chalk and bunched
around a pole above a blackboard with no writing on it.
There are a couple of pictures of leaves against the window-
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Panes but nothing like the richness and the novelty and full-
ness of expression of the children’s creativity that one would
see in better schools where principals insist that teachers fill
their rooms with art and writing by the children. The teacher
is an elderly white woman with 2 solid bun of sensible gray
hair and a depleted grayish mood about her. Among the 30
children in the room, the teacher says that several, all of
whom are black, are classified “learning disabled.”.

The children are doing a handwriting lesson when I

enter. On a board at the back of the room the teacher has
written a line of letters

in the standard cursive script. The
children sit at their desks and fill entire pages with these
letters. It is the kind of lesson that is generally done in second
grade in a suburban school. The teacher seems bored by the
lesson, and the children seem to feel this and compound her
boredom with their own. Next she does a social studies lesson
on the Bering Strait ‘an

d spends some time in getting the
class to give a definition of a “strait.” About half of the chil-

dren pay attention. The otheérs don’t talk or interrupt or
fidget. They are well enough behaved but seem sedated by
the teacher’s voice. '

Another fifth grade teacher stops me in the corridor to
ask me what I'm doing in the building. He's 50 years old, he
tells me, and grew up here in North Lawndale when it was a
middle-class white neighborhood but now lives in the sub-
urbs. “I have a low fifth grade,” he says without enthusiasm,
then—although he scarcely knows me—launches into an a-
tack upon the principal, the neighborhood and the school.

“It’s all a game,” he says. “Keep them in class for seven
years and give them a diploma if they make it to eighth
grade. They can’t read, but give them the diploma. The par-

ents don’t know what's going on. They’re satisfied.”

When I ask him if the lack of money and resources is a
problem in the school, he |

ooks amused by this. “Money
would be helpful but it's not the major factor,” he replies.
“The parents are the problem.” '

The principal, Warren Franczyk, later
“Teachers are being dumped from high scho
of low enrollment. But if they’ve got tenure
fired so we get them here. I've got two of the

tells me this:
ol jobs because
they cannot be
m as subs right
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now and one as a permanent teacher. He’s not used to chil-

] . But I have no
dren of this age and can't control them. Bu :

choice.”

The city runs a parallel system o}" selective sci;o:ﬁ;;
some of which are known as “magnet schools—-;gn hese
schools, the principal tells me, do not ha‘ve the sta ngd ptheir
lems that he faces. “They can select their teachers all:: their
pupils. So it represents a drain on us. They attract the

isti ili i with less motivated
" sophisticated families, and it leaves us

Chiidéi?(;ago he tells me, does not have a junior high school
systemn. Stud;.-nts begin Bethun.e in kindergarten anfi rer;i;rea
here through eighth grade. Eigh:-ih c?rasd: gﬁfﬁ?ﬁ}ebm_
i icago, is regarded a

zt}if);lS::x}é;rzsl?wgllgiagrade grgduation would be ceiebrz‘ajted
in ti';e suburbs. So there are parties, ball gowns and tluxe:z1 (;)1::
everyfhing that other kids would have atﬂh:gh s;:]hoo .gri u
ation. “For more than half our children,” says t” e princip ,
“this is the last thing they will have to celebrate.

"in the most unhappy schools th_ere are certain
ciz:lss:;sv fi?at] stand out like little isle_mds of ex‘ate{neniti,fe;:ergg ‘
and hope. One of these classes is a combmauog_ 4(t) ::rs
sixth grade at Bethune, tallz.ght by a woman, maybe 40 y

) orla Hawkins.
o %g';h:acrg;frgom is full of lively voices when I enter. Thtf
children are at work, surrounded by.a clutter of big (;ixc{n;::s
aries, picture books and gadgets, science games alrll % aom
and colorful milk cartons, which the teacher purchase ue
of her own salary. An oversized Van Gogh collection, 01: -
to a print of a sunflower, is balanced on a tahie-kgdge ne};_n
a fish tank and a turtle tank. Next to the ‘t‘abie is a roi i 5
chair. Handwritten signs are c(i)n all snies; . (t}g;u})l%;ic; 52:;1 !
” “Keeping you safe,” and, over a w I

Zxc‘}:»\,forlf{gyptheg c);fliidren, “Mrs. ngkms’s Academy of F;;?;
Arts.” Near the windows, the oversized leaves of seve]:ab ;VOkS
looking plants pardally cover rows of novels, mat me;
and a new World Book Encyclopedia. In the oppoilte coh_Ch
is a “Science Learning Board” that 'holds small packets w blal-
contain bulb sockets, bulbs and wires, lenses, magnets,
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ance scales and pliers. In front of ¢

mi
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tothe € a dozen soda bot i '
lying sideways, filled with colorediv;ifjrseaied with glue and
~ The room looks like a ch ‘
of it all, within the rockin
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Th . .
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romposad sde calls “departments.” Each department i

of the eore :: ES]‘(S pushed together to create a table Oniz

of the srou gat ;gy?frftgi;hisagqther something that they

gy.” £ oing reading.

:;:; gz;)ups:’one is d.ozng something ghey des§rig§athi vy

art—painting composites of haperr

Smancs ¢ . g C geometric shapes—
and the t};er 1s studying “careers,” which on this mornli)r?S is
g exerase about successful business leaders w%:ls

I's)

began their lives in
poverty. Near the sci i
oegan th \ _ 1ence learn
vozfvesnagllczol}mg woman 1 preparing a new lesso:anfhboa'rd
“Th'o of gadgets she has taken from a closet e
is woman,” Mrs. Hawkins tel i ‘
want ells me, “is
anted to help me. So I told her, ‘If you don’e: gzz:nst;)She
me-

.

he learning board is a

A
s we talk, a boy who wears big glasses brings his book

ought to be ashamed. You woke my baby.”
gheir}ﬁ;iz si ST:;:znut?s she calls out thaty.
ey tabl e.a I e children get up and move to new depari-
hild oo bemng;ou;.) 8€Ls up to move to the next table, one
s beh to mtrod_uf:e the next group to the les’son
three thines §upog:t of it,” she says. “I'm teaching therz;
i i\;umgz T one: self-motivation. Number two:
o e ;en ool er ;hr?e: you help your sister and your'
give o erans r}r: they're responsible for one another. I
want them to b: :og f;fxta:e]zif:g gsperiOd e 1 4o 1’1.0t
you get your grade on what you’v;a te:zlf;;? yc!::?; iggh%zf: dt’
a
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your table. Third marking period, I team them two-and-two.
You get the same grade as your partner. Fourth marking
eriod, I tell them, ‘Every fish swims on its own.’ But 1 wait a

- while for that. The most important thing for me is that they

teach each other. . ..
“All this stuff’—she gestures at the clutter in the room

—*“] bought myself because it never works to order things
through the schoot system. I bought the VCR. I bought-the
rocking chair at a flea market. I got these books here for ten

. cents apiece at a flea market. 1 bought that encyclopedia—"

she points at the row of World Books—*"so that they can do
their research right here in this room.” _
I ask her if the class reads well enough to handle these
(naterials. “Most of them can read some of these books. What
they cannot read, another child can read to them,” she says.
“ tell the parents, ‘Any time your child says, “1 don’t
have no homework,” call me up. Call me at home.’ Because 1
give them homework every night and weekends too. Holi-
days 1 give them extra. Every child in this classroom has my

phone.” _
Cradling the infant in her lap, she says, “I got to buy a

playpen.”

The bottles of colored water, she explains, are called
“wave bottles.” The children make them out of plastic soda
bottles which they clean and fill with water and food coloring
and seal with glue. She takes one in her hand and rolis it
slowly to and fro. “It shows them how waves form,” she says.
“I let them keep them at their desks. Some of them hold
them in their hands while they're at work. It seems to calm
them: seeing the water cloud up hike a storm and then grow
clear. ... :

“] yake them outside every day during my teacher-break.
On Saturdays we go to places like the art museum. Tuesdays,
after school, I coach the drill team. Friday afternoons I tutor
parents for their GED [high school equivalency exam]. If
you're here this afternoon, I do the gospel choir.”

When I ask about her own upbringing, she replies, “1
went to school here in Chicago. My mother believed I was 2
‘gifted’ child, but the system did not challenge me and I was
bored at school. Fortunately one of my mother’s neighbors
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was a teacher and s

school. If it were not for her I doubt

that I could 0 to coll X
that favor.” § oliege. I promised

At the end of class I
and th

he used to talk to

that I'd have thought
myself I would return

cho arsal, When
hirty-five children, ten of whom are boys

rows before a piano pl
player. Next to the pj
stands- and leads them through the ewfzig

are standing in
0, Mrs. Hawkins

. : sopranoc, alto, b ,
th . _ » alto, bass—wh
i v 10 Join in. When they sing, “T love you, Lord >
their voices lack the energy she wants you, Lord,”

She interrupts and
your” They sing

“This next song,’
song is my favorite,”

The
When sh

" she says, “I dreamed about this. This

Piano begins. The childre

. ! N Start i
€ gives the signal they begin torsin?g‘:dap fheir hands

Clap your hands!

Stamp your feet!
Get on up

Out of your seats!
Help me

Lift ‘em up, Lord?
Help me
Lift ‘em wp!

W - £33
hen a child she calls “Reverend Joe” does not come in

at the right note, Mrs Hawk:
) - Hawkins st L
thought you told me you were savedoéf s and says to him: “1

The children smile. The boy called “Reverend Joe”
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- stands up a little straighter. Then the piano starts again. The
.sound of children clapping and then stamping with the
“.music fills the room. Mrs. Hawkins waves her arms. Then, as
" the children start, she also starts to sing.

Help me lift ‘em up, Lord!
Help me lift ‘em up!

There are wonderful teachers such as Corla Hawkins
almost everywhere in urban schools, and sometimes a num-
ber of such teachers in a single school. It is tempting to focus
on these teachers and, by doing this, to paint a hopeful por-
trait of the good things that go on under adverse conditions.
There is, indeed, a growing body of such writing; and these
books are sometimes very popular, because they are con-
soling. : :

The rationale behind much of this writing is that ped-
agogic problems in our cities are not chiefly matters of
injustice, inequality or segregation, but of insufficient
information about teaching strategies: If we could simply
learn “what works” in Corla Hawkins's room, we’d then be
in a position to repeat this all over Chicago and in every
other system.

But what is unique in Mrs.. Hawkins’s classroom is not
what she does but who she is. Warmth and humor and con-
tagious energy cannot be replicated and cannot be written
into any standardized curriculum. If they could, it would
have happened long ago; for wonderful teachers have been
heroized in books and movies for at least three decades. And
the problems of Chicago are, in any case, not those of insuf-
ficient information. If Mrs. Hawkins's fellow fifth grade
teachers simply needed information, they could get it easily
by walking 20 steps across the hall and visiting her room.
The problems are systemic: The number of teachers over 60
years of age in the Chicago system is twice that of the teach-
ers under 30. The salary scale, too low to keep exciting,
youthful teachers in the system, leads the city to rely on low-
paid subs, who represent more than a quarter of Chicago’s
teaching force. “We have teachers,” Mrs. Hawkins says, “who
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only bother to come in three da
teachers comes in usy

how she can €xpect the kids to care aho
the teacher doesn’t ev.

anywhere.’ The school board thinks it’s savi
subs. I tell them, ‘Pay n

But even substitute
quently in short supply.
5,700 children in 190 ¢]

have no teacher. The number of children

nearby Winnetka.

” ) .
We have been in this class a whole semester,”
3

year-old at Du Sable High, one of Chicago’
» 5
ary schools, “and they still can’t find us ::1gtea(:II);[:::.IZ3

A student in auto mechanics at Dy Sable says he'd been

in class for 16 weeks before h
e learned to chan i i
first teacher quit at t inni o Ancehes

teacher slept through most of ¢
in, thfs student says, and tell the students
keep“n down.” Soon he would be asleep. ’
Let's be real,” the student says. “Most of us ain't
to college. . .. We could have used a class like this.”
_ ts parallel ir
of supplies. A chemistry teacher at the sgh{?oiejt:;oitzhtg;age
does not have beakers, water, bunsen burners. He uses ;
POpcorn popper as a substitute for a bunsen burner, and h
cuts down plastic soda bottles to make laboratory disiws )
Many of these schools make little effort to instruct ;heir

failing students, “If 5 kid comes in not reading,”

English teacher at Chicago’s South Shore Hi
not reading.”

st second-

“You can talk. Just

going-

second year,” he says.

‘;{We’re a general hi h sch ” .
ing at Chicag J 81 School,” says the head of counsel-

o’s Calumet High School, “We have second- and
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€ about their education if
€n come until nine-thirty. She answers

these aren'’t goin g

teachers in Chicago are quite fre.-
On an average morning in Chicago,

says a-15-
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third-grade readers. . . . We hope to do better, but we won't
die if we don’t.” ‘ ‘ ‘

At Bowen High School, on the South Side of Chicago,
students have two or three “study halls” a day, in part to save
the cost of teachers. “Not much studying goes on in study
hall,” a supervising teacher says. “I let the students play
cards. . . . I figure they might get some math skills out of it.”

At the Lathrop Elementary School, a short walk from
the corner lot where Dr. King resided in North Lawndale,
there are no hoops on the basketball court and no swings in
the playground. For 21 years, according to the Chicago Trib-
une, the school has been without a library. Library books,
which have been piled and abandoned in the lunch room of
the school, have “sprouted mold,” the paper says. Some years
ago the school received the standard reading textbooks out
of sequence: The second workbook in the reading program
came to the school before the first. The principal, uncertain
what to do with the wrong workbook, was toid by school
officials it was “all right to work backwards. . . .”

This degree of equanimity in failure, critics note, has led
most affluent parents in Chicago to avoid the public system
altogether. The school board president in 1989, although a

“ teacher and administrator in the system for three decades,

did not send his children to the public schools. Nor does
Mayor Richard Daley, Jr., nor did any of the previous four.
mayors who had school-age children.

“Nobody in his right mind,” says one of the city's alder-
men, “would send [his] kids to public school.”

Many suburban legislators representing affluent school
districts use terms such as “sinkhole” when opposing funding
for Chicago’s children. “We can’t keep throwing money,”
said Governor Thompson in 1988, “into a black hole.”

‘The Chicago Tribune notes that, when this phrase is used,
people hasten to explain that it is not intended as a slur
against the race of many of Chicago’s children. “But race,”
says the Tribune, “never is far from the surface. . . .”

As spring comes to Chicago, the scarcity of substitutes
grows more acute. On Mondays and Fridays in early May,
nearly 18,000 children—the equivalent of all the elementary
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stu i
dents in suburban Glencoe, Wilmette, Glenview, Kenil |

worth, Winnetka, Deerfield, Hij
. . » Highl
are axlss:gn.ed-to classes with no t§acﬁgg Fork and Evansion—
cent lr; t::s re;pect, the city’s dropout rate of nearly 50 per-
DAL Ofgg; ded i’:py some people as a blessing. If sver
A “LAICagO’s total student population of 440 000 did

not disappear during th it i
who weuhpear d theg) - €ir secondary years, it is not clear
In 1989, Chicago s

. X pent some $5,500 for each i
::fe!s](:co?dary schools. This may be compared (t:o ;Sa[:ciiﬁ:[ .

m {heohj;?:é: fgf?io to $91;000 in each high school studz-i::
’ “Spending suburbs to the north. § in ¢l

simplest terms, this means that any high schoo]t?:;ggs !:)]f t.?g

pupils }?f a school such as New Trier High
urbs;l;n g dlffert?{zce_in spending between very wealthy sub-
WS an Ip_o.or Cities s not always as extreme as this jn Illinoi
phen f(:i ative student needs, however, have been facto ii
ot e {xscuss:on, the disparities in funding are enorm .
; fndjy, a tfo:er all, does not mean simply equal funding. E ousi
na g 1or unequal needs is not equality. The %';eegu?
g;ﬁer in Chicago, and its children, if they are to have \
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" draws upon a larger tax base in proportion to its student
" population than a city occupied by thousands of poor people.

Typically, in the United States, very poor communities place

high priority on education, and they often tax themselves at
- higher rates than do the very affluent communities. Bu,

even if they tax themselves at several times the rate of an

" extremely wealthy district, they are likely to end up with far

less money for each child in their schools.
~ Because the property tax is counted as a tax deduction
by the federal government, home-owners in a wealthy sub-
urb get back a substantial portion of the money that they
spend to fund their children’s schools-—effectively, a federal
subsidy for an unequal education. Home-owners in poor dis-
tricts get this subsidy as well, but, because their total tax is
less, the subsidy is less. The mortgage interest that home-
owners pay is also treated as a tax deduction—in effect, a
second federal subsidy. These subsidies, as 1 have termed
them, are considerably larger than most people understand.
In 1984, for instance, property-tax deductions granted by
the federal government were $9 billion. An additional $23
billion in mortgage-interest deductions were provided to
home-owners: a total of some $32 billion. Federal grants to
local schools, in contrast, totaled only $7 billion, and only
part of this was earmarked for low-income districts. Federal
policy, in this respect, increases the existing gulf between the
richest and the poorest schools. ' :
All of these disparities are also heightened, in the case
of larger cities like Chicago, by the disproportionate number
of entirely tax-free institutions—colleges and hospitals and
art museums, for instance—that are sited in such cities. In
some cities, according to Jonathan Wilson, former chairman:
of the Council of Urban Boards of Education, 30 percent or
more of the potential tax base is exempt from taxes, com-
pared to as litte as 3 percent in the adjacent suburbs. Sub-
urbanites, of course, enjoy the use of these nonprofit, tax-
free institutions; and, in the case of private colleges and uni-
versities, they are far more likely to enjoy their use than are
.the residents of inner cities. o
Cities like Chicago face the added problem that an
overly large portion of their limited tax revenues must be
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achieve this goal. Total yearly spending—Ilocal funds com-
bined with state assistance and the small amount that comes
from Washington—ranges today in Iilinois from $2,100 on
a child in the poorest district to above $10,000 in the richest.
The system, writes John Coons, a professor of law at Berke-
ley University, “bears the appearance of calculated unfair-
ness.” '

There is a belief advanced today, and in some cases by
conservative black authors, that poor children and particu-
larly black children should not be allowed to hear too much
about these matters. If they learn how much less they are
getting than rich children, we are told, this knowledge may
induce them to regard themselves as “victims,” and such “vic-
tim-thinking,” it is argued, may then undermine their capa-
bility to profit from whatever opportunities may actually
exist. But this is a matter of psychology—or strategy—and
not reality. The matter, in any case, is academic since most
adolescents in the poorest neighborhoods learn very soon
that they are getting less than children in the wealthier
school districts. They see suburban schools on television and
they see them when they travel for athletic competitions. It
is a waste of time to worry whether we should tell them
something they could tell to us. About injustice, most poor
children in America cannot be fooled.

Children, of course, don’t understand at first that they
are being cheated. They come to school with a degree of
faith and optimism, and they often seem to thrive during the
first few years. It is sometimes not until the third grade that
their teachers start to see the warning signs of failure. By the
fourth grade many children see it too. ‘

“These kids are aware of their failures,” says a fourth
grade teacher in Chicago. “Some of them act like the game’s
already over.”

By fifth or sixth grade, many children demonstrate their
loss of faith by staying out of school. The director of a social
service agency in Chicago’s Humboldt Park estimates that 10
percent of the 12- and 13-year-old children that he sees are
out of school for all but one or two days every two weeks.
The route from truancy to full-fledged dropout status is di-
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of failure for a student who starts out at Woodson Elemen-
tary School, and then continues at a nonselective high school,
are approximately ten to one. The odds of learning math
and reading on the street are probably as good or even bet-
ter. The odds of finding a few moments of delight, or maybe

even happiness, outside these dreary schools are better still. -
For many, many students at Chicago’s nonselective high
schools, it is hard to know if a decision to drop out of school,
o matter how much we discourage it, is not, in fact, a logical
decision.
The one great exception in Chicago is the situation that
exists for children who can win admission to the magnet or
selective schools. The Chicago Tribune has called the magnet
“a private school system . . . operated in the
r children, excluded from this sys-
“even more isolated” as a conse-
re successful students from

system, in effect,
public schools.” Very poo
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The magnet system is, not surprisingiy
to the more sophisticated parents, disproportonately white
and middle class, who have the ingenuity and, now and then,
political connections to obtain admission for their children.
It is also viewed by some of its defenders as an ideal way to
hold white people in the public schools by offering them
“choices” that resemble what they'd find in private educa-

, highly attractive
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school is attended by the children from the projects—these
are the children who have lived there all along—the stan-
‘dards of the school will fall. The school, moreover, has a
special “fine arts” magnet program; middle-class children,
drawn to the school from other sections of Chicago, are ad-
mitted. So the effort to keep out the kids who live right in
the neighborhood points up the class and racial factors. The
city, it is noted, had refused to build a new school for
the project children when they were the only children in the
neighborhood. Now that a new school has been built, they
find themselves excluded.

The Dearborn parents have the political power to obtain
agreement from the Board of Education to enter their chil-
dren beginning in kindergarten but to keep the Hilliard
children out until third grade—by which time, of course, the
larger numbers of these poorer children will be at a disad-
vantage and will find it hard to keep up with the children
who were there since kindergarten. In the interim, according
to the New York Times, the younger children from the project
are obliged to go to class within “a temporary branch school”
in “a small, prefabricated metal building surrounded on
three sides by junkyards.” ‘

The Chicago Panel on Public School Policy and Finance
tells the press that it “is only fair” to let the kids from Hilliard

" Homes share in the resources “that the middle-class kids
enjoy.” The panel also notes that poorer children do not
tend to bring the top kids down. “It is more likely that the
high-achieving kids will bring the others up.” But the truth
is that few middle-class parents in Chicago, or in any other
city, honestly believe this. They see the poorer children as a
tide of mediocrity that threatens to engulf them. They are
prepared to see those children get their schooling in a metal
prefab in a junkyard rather than admit them to the beautiful
new school erected for their own kids.

The conflict around South Loop Elementary in Chicago
helps to illustrate some of the reasons for the reservations
that black leaders sometimes voice about the prospect of a
fully implemented plan for “schools of choice”—a notion -
strongly favored by the White House and, particularly, by
Mr. Bush: If the children of the Hilliard project are success-
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_types of “choice” within the public schools can help to stim-
_ulate variety and foster deeper feelings of empowerment in
- parents. There are also certain models—in East Harlem in
'New York, for instance—which suggest that this is sometimes
'___'possible; but these models are the ones that also place a high
priority on not excluding children of the less successful and

less knowledgeable parents and, in the East Harlem situation,

 they are also models that grew out of social activism, and their

faculty and principals continue to address the overarching
' inequalities that render their experiment almost.unique.
- Without these countervailing forces—and they are not often
- present—"“choice” plans of the kind the White House has
- proposed threaten to compound the present fact of racial seg-
- regation with the added injury of caste discrimination, fur-

ther isolating those who, like the kids at Hilliard Homes, have

- been forever, as it seems, consigned to places nobody would
- choose if he had any choice at alL.

In a system where the better teachers and the more suc-
cessful students are attracted to the magnet and selective
schools, neighborhood schools must settle for the rest. “I
take anything that walks in,” says the principal of Goudy
Elementary School.

Far from the worst school in Chicago, Goudy’s building
is nonetheless depressing. According to Bonita Brodt, a
writer for the Chicago Tribune who spent several months at
Goudy during 1988, teachers use materials in class long since
thrown out in most suburban schools. Slow readers in an
eighth grade history class are taught from 15-year-old text-
books in which Richard Nixon is still president. There are no
science labs, no art or music teachers. There is no play- -
ground. There are no swings. There is no jungle gym. Soap,

paper towels and toilet paper are in short supply. There are
two working bathrooms for some 700 children.

These children “cry out for something more. . . . They
do not get it,” says Ms. Brodt, whose Tribune article I have
relied upon for this description of a school in trouble.

“Keisha, look at me,” an adult shouts at a slow reader in
a sixth grade class. “Look me in the eye.” Keisha has been
fighting with her classmate. Over what? As it turns out, over
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You leave the pages there for the next person.” And he told
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Children who go to school in towns like Glencoe and
Winnetka do not need to steal words from a dictionary. Most
of them learn to read by second or third grade. By the time
they get to sixth or seventh grade, many are reading at the
level of the seniors in the best Chicago high schools. By the
time they enter ninth grade at New Trier High, they arein a
world of academic possibilities that far exceed the hopes and
dreams of most schoolchildren in Chicago.

“Our goal is for students to be successful,” says the New
Trier principal. With 93 percent of seniors going on to four-
year colleges—many to schools like Harvard, Princeton,
Berkeley, Brown and Yale—this goal is largely realized.

New Trier's physical setting might well make the stu-
dents of Du Sable High School envious. The Washington Post
describes a neighborhood of “circular driveways, chirping
birds and white-columned homes.” It 1s, says a student, “a
maple land of beauty and civility.” While Du Sable is sited on
one crowded city block, New Trier students have the use of
27 acres. While Du Sable’s science students have to settle for
makeshift equipment, New Trier’s students have superior
labs and up-to-date technology. One wing of the school, a
physical education center that includes three separate gyms.
also contains a fencing room, a wrestling room and studios
for dance instruction. In all, the school has seven gyms as
well as an Olympic pool.

The youngsters, according to a profile of the school in
Town and Country magazine, “make good use of the huge,
well-equipped building, which is immaculately maintained
by a custodial staff of 48.”

It is impossible to read this without thinking of a school
like Goudy, where there are no science labs, no music or art
classes and no playground—and where the two bathrooms,
lacking toilet paper, fill the building with their stench.

“This is a school with a lot of choices,” says one student
at New Trier; and this hardly seems an overstatement if one
studies the curriculum. Courses in music, art and drama are
so varied and abundant that students can virtually major in
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ments may be true, but giving people lavish praise for spend-

ing what they have strikes one as disingenuous. “A
supportive attitude on the part of families in the district
translates into a willingness to pay ...,” the writer says. By
this logic, one would be obliged to say that “unsupportive
attitudes” on the part of Keisha's mother and the parents of
Du Sable’s children translate into fiscal selfishness, when,
in fact, the economic options open to the parents in these
districts are not even faintly comparable. Town and Country
flatters the privileged for having privilege but terms it aspi-
ration.

“Competition .is the lifeblood of New Trier,” Town and
Country writes. But there is one kind of competition that
‘these children will not need to face. They will not compete
against the children who attended Goudy and Du Sable.
They will compete against each other and against the grad-
uates of other schools attended by rich children. They will
not compete against the poor. -

1t is part of our faith, as Americans, that there is poten-
tial in all children. Even among the 700 children who must
settle for rationed paper and pencils at Goudy Elementary
School, there are surely several dozen, maybe several
hundred, who, if given the chance, would thrive and over-
come most of the obstacles of poverty if they attended
schools like those of Glencoe and Winnetka. We know that
very few of them will have that opportunity. Few, as a result,
will graduate from high school; fewer still will go to college;
scarcely any will attend good colleges. There will be ‘more

space for children of New Trier as a consequence.

The denial of opportunity to Keisha and the superfiuity
of opportunity for children at New Trier H'igh School are -
not unconnected. The parents of New Trier’s feeder districts
vote consistently against redistribution of school funding. By
a nine-to-one ratio, according to a recent survey, suburban
residents resist all efforts to provide more money for Chica-

go’s schools.

- Efforts at reform of the Chicago schools have been
begun with a new wave of optimism every ten or 15 years.
The newest wave, a highly publicized restructuring of gov-
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“now less than 1,600. Of these students, according to data
provided by the school, 646 are “chronic truants.”
" The graduation rate is 25 percent. Of those who get to
senior vear, only 17 percentare in a college-preparation pro-
gram. Twenty percent are in the general curriculum, while a
stunning 63 percent are in vocational classes, which most
- often rule out college education.
: A vivid sense of loss is felt by standing in the cafeteria in
- early spring when students file in to choose their courses for
the following year. “These are the ninth graders,” says a
_supervising teacher; but, of the official freshman class of
" some 600 children, only 350 fill the room. An hour later the
* eleventh graders come to choose their classes: 1 count at most
170 students.

The faculty includes some excellent teachers, but there
- are others, says the principal, who don't belong in education.
“I can’t do anything with them but I'm not allowed to fire
them,” he says, as we head up the stairs to visit classes on a
day in early June. Entering a biology class, we find a teacher
doing absolutely nothing. She tells us that "some of the stu-
dents have a meeting,” but this doesn’t satisfy the principal;
who leaves the room irate. In a room he calls “the math
headquarters,” we come upon two teachers watching a soap
opera on TV. In a mathematics learning center, seven kids
are gazing out the window while the teacher is preoccupied -
with something at her desk. The principal ‘again appears
disheartened.

Top salary in the school, he says, is $40,000. “My faculty
is aging. Average age is 47. Competing against the suburbs,
. where the salaries go up to $60,000, it is very, very hard to
keep young teachers. That, you probably know, is an old -
story. ... 1 do insist,” he says, “that every student has a
book.” He says this with some pride and, in the context of
Chicago, he has reason to be proud of this; but, in a wealthy
nation like America, it is 2 sad thing to be proud of.

In a twelfth grade English class, the students are learn-
ing to pronounce a list of words. The words are not derived
from any-context; they are simply written on a list. A tall boy
struggles hard to read “fastidious,” “gregarious,” “auspi-
cious,” “fatuous.” Another reads “dour,” “demise,” “salu-
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and also—most of all—so vulnerable. It's as if they have been

stripped of all the armament—the words, the reference
. points, the facts, the reasoning, the elemental weapons—that
~ suburban children take for granted.

At the end of school the principal, Charles Mingo, a

. heavyset man of 49, stands beside me at a top-floor window

and looks out across a line of uniform and ugly 16-story

buildings, the Robert Taylor Homes, which constitute, he

says, the city’s second-poorest neighborhood.

“Strutting about beneath us, in the central ourtyard of
the school, are several peacocks. Most of them are white. A
few are black. And two or three are orange-red. The trees
and foliage in the courtyard are attractively arranged to give
it the appearance of an atrium within an elegant hotel.

“There's so little beauty in my students’ lives. I want
these kids 1o come to school and find a little space of some-
thing pastoral and lovely. If I had a lot of money 1 would
empty out three of those high-rise buildings, put up a fence
and build a residential school. I'd run me a pastoral prep
school in the middle of Chicago. Tear another building
down. Plant some trees, some grass, some flowers. Build me
a patio around a pool. Grow some ivy on those walls. I'd call
it Hyde Park West. . .. ’

“I spent a summer once at Phillips Academy in Massa-
chusetts. Beautiful brick buildings. Trees and lawns. Stu-
dents walking by those buildings, so at home there, utterly
relaxed. 1 thought to myself: My students need this more
than people like George Bush.” ‘

He tells me that there is a horticulture teacher in the
school. “He’s the one that tends the patio. He and the chil-
dren in his class. That’s the kind of thing the back-to-basics
folks do not find to their liking. Making flowers grow, I'm
told, is not ‘essential’ and will not improve their chances of
employment. ‘Get these kids to pass their tests! Forget about
the flowers!” We need jobs, of course we do; but we need
flowers.” ' '

On the wall of his office is a photograph of Marun Lu-
ther King surrounded by police within a crowd of angry-
looking people. Next to Dr. King there is a heavyset black
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~ observes. “Her kids will fail. There is a good chance that
~ she'll end up living with a man who is addicted or an alco-
~holic. She'll be shot or killed, or else her children will be shot
" or killed, or else her boyfriend will be shot or killed. Drugs
- will be overwhelmingly attractive to a person living in a world
_so bare of richness or amenities. No one will remember what

we did to her when she was eight years old in elementary

- school or 15 years old at Du Sable High. No one will remem-
. ber that her mother might have tried and failed to get her
. into Head Start when she was a baby. Who knows if her.
- mother even got prenatal care? She may be brain-damaged
. —or lead-poisoned. Who will ask these questions later on?
 They will see her as a kind of horrible deformity. Useless
- too. Maybe a maid. Maybe not. Maybe just another drain

upon society.” :

The students of Du Sable High School are, of course,
among the poorest in America. New Trier’s children are
among the richest. But New Trier is not the only high school
in Chicago’s suburbs that spends vast amounts of money to
assure superb results; nor are Chicago’s schools the only ones
where poor results and grossly insufficient funding coincide.
In 1987, for example, Proviso High School, serving children
in the black suburban town of Maywood, spent only about
$5,000 for each pupil: virtually the same as what was spent
on high school students in Chicago, but $3,000 less than
what was spent on children in the highest-spending suburb.

But even Maywood’s underfunded schools are not the
poorest in the area around Chicago. In East Aurora, Illinois,
in 1987, a little girl in the fourth grade received an education
costing $2,900. Meanwhile, a little boy the same age in the
town of Niles could expect some $7,800 to be spent on edch
year of his elementary education—a figure that would rise
to $8,950 in his secondary years.

Over the course of 13 years, from kindergarten to
twelfth grade, $38,000 would be spent on the first child’s
education, and over $100,000 on the second child’s educa-
tion. If the former child should become one of the casualties
of the high dropout rate at East Aurora High, she would
receive significantly less—as little as $30,000 worth of edu-
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~ corporate executives, physicians, lawyers, engincers. Future

plumbers and future scientists require different schooling—
maybe different schools. Segregated education is not neces-
‘sarily so unatiractive by this reasoning.

.. ‘Early testing to assign each child to a “realistic” course
of study, the tracking of children by ability determined by
the tests, and the expansion of a parallel system for the chil-
dren who appear to show the greatest promise (gifted classes
and selective schools) are also favored from this vantage
point. In terms of sheer efficiency and of cost-benefit consid-
erations, it is a sensible approach to education. If children
are seen primarily as raw material for industry, a greater
investinent in the better raw material makes sense. Market
values do not favor much investment in the poorest children.

One cannot dispute the fact that giving poor black ado-
lescents job skills, if it is self-evident that they do not possess
the academic skills to go to college, is a good thing in iself.
But the business leaders who put emphasis on hlling entry-
level job slots are oo frequently the people who, by prior
lobbying and voting patterns and their impact upon social
policy, have made it all but certain that few.of these urban
kids would get the education in their early years that would
have made them look like college prospects by their second-
ary years. First we circumscribe their destiriies and then we
look at the diminished product and we say, “Let’s be prag-
matic and do with them what we can.”

The evolution of two parallel curricula, one for urban
and one for suburban schools, has also underlined the dif-
ferences in what is felt to be appropriate to different kinds
of children and to socially distinct communities. “This school
is right for this community,” says 2 former director of stu-
dent services at New Trier High. But, he goes on, “it cer-
tainly wouldn’t be right for every community.” What is
considered right for children at Du Sable and their counter-
parts in other inner-city schools becomes self-evident to any-
one who sees the course of study in such schools. Many
urban high school students do not study math but “business
math”—essentially, a very elemental level of bookkeeping.
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bers are released from teaching to give counseling, it is only
25 to one. “In the city the ratio is 400 10 one.” While a
suburban school library is likely to have 60,000 volumes, a
Chicago school library “is lucky to have 13,000 volumes,”
says the Sun-Times. “In the suburbs, extracurricular activities
are supported as an integral part of education, and summer
school tends to be standard. In the city, both were sliced thin
- years ago as money became tight.”

= Is money the main difference? 7

. It is obviously the difference in provision of school li-
* braries: 60,000 books cost four and a half times-as much as
' 13,000 books.

. It is, at least in part, the difference in attracting gifted
- and experienced teachers: Teachers earning nearly $60,000
~ cost a systemn half again as much as teachers earning $40,000.
The differences, by any standard, are enormous.

“Of course one might assert,” John Coons observes,
“that, though money may be a good measure of quality, this
could hold true for rich districts only.” From this point of
view, “these children of poor districts” can absorb “only the
most rudimentary” and “inexpensive” instruction. “Rich chil-
dren,” on the other hand, “are capable of soaking up the
most esoteric offering. Hence it is proper to prefer them in
spending.” '

The “gross condescension of this argument,” he says,
“should be enough to condemn it” but “it is regrettably
persistent in important private circles.” '

Even accepting, he continues, “that you ‘get less for your
money’ with poor children, this doesn’t mean such children
haven’t the right to equal schools.” True, he says, “equal
opportunity across the board” will not automatically “pro-
duce equality” in school performance. Still, “one doesn’t
force a losing baseball team to play with seven men.”

Not surprisingly, when parents of poor children or their
advocates raise their voices to protest the rigging of the
game, they ask initially for things that seem like fairly ob-
vious improvements: larger library coliections, a reduction
in the size of classes, or a better ratio of children to school
counselors. What seems obvious 1o them, however, is by no
means obvious to those who have control over their chil-
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he Tribune, “would be a major, expansion of early childhood
programs.” Unlike costlier proposals, said the paper, pre-
school education “pays off in measurable ways—not only in
improved achievement but also in tax savings.” What the
Tribune failed to say was that this “better” solution—pre-

~school guarantees for all poor children, which, of course,

would be too late for 12-year-olds like Keisha—had been

- turned down by the president who had appointed Mr. Finn

and Mr. Bennett, and that a similar sta w1deplg;1forliiln015

=

_ ga.él_.fégéﬁil_};qgéén—vé—gaéa’ b_}rzhe govefﬁor.

““Thus it is that what poor peoplé, in"a plain and simple

" way, had felt impelled to ask for was declared the “wrong”
solution. What they did not ask for at that moment (but had
_-asked for, only to be turned down, many times before) was

now declared the “right” solution. But neither solution, in
any case, was going to be funded. A balancing act of equally
unlikely options was the only answer that the city and the
nation gave to the requests of these poor people. This
juggling of options—in this instance, countering school-
funding efforts with the need for preschool—does no good
if neither of these options is to be enacted anyway and if the
act ‘of balancing only serves to guarantee our permanent
inaction in both areas.

1t is also fair to ask what rule it is that says poor children
in Chicago have to choose between a glass of milk when they
are three years old or a glass of milk when they are seven.
The children of Winnetka do not have to make this choice.
They get the best of preschool and the smallest class size in
their elementary schools (and they also get superior health
care, and they also get a lot of milk). This is like exhorting
Keisha, “You can have more crayons; or you can be given a

 real teacher; or you can have a bunsen burner someday in a
high school science laboratory. But you cannot have all three.
You'll have to choose.”

One would not have thought that children in America
would ave to _choose between.a. teacher or a play-
ground or sufficient toilet paper. Like grain in a time of
famine, the immensé Tesources which-the nation does in fact
possess go not to the child in the greatest need but to the
child of the highest bidder—the child of parents who, more

79




SAVAGE INEQUALITIES

frequently than not, have also enjoyed the same abundance

when they were schoolchildren.

“A caste society,” wrote U.S. Commissioner of Education
Francis Keppel 25 years ago, “violates the style of American
democracy. . . . The nation in effect does not have a truly
public school system in a large part of its communities; it has
permitted what is in effect a private school system to develop
under public auspices. . .. Equality of educational Spporis.
nity throughout the nation continues today for many to be
more a myth than a reality.” This statement is as true toda
as it was at the time when it was written, For all the rhetoric
of school reform that we have heard in recent years, there
are no indications that this is about to change.

City and state business associations, in Chicago as in
many other cities, have lobbied for €ars against tax incre-

ments to finante education of low-income children. “You
don’t dump a lot of money into guys who haven’t done well
with the money they've got in the past,” says the chief exec-
utive officer of Citicorps Savings of Illinois. “You don't rear-
range deck chairs on the Titanic.”

" Inrecent years, however, some of the corporate leaders
in Chicago who opposed additional school funding and his-
torically resisted efforts at desegregation have nonetheless
atterpted to portray themselves as allies to poor children—
or, as they sometimes calli themselves, “school partners”—
and they even offer certain kinds of help. Some of the help
they give is certainly of use, although it is effectively the
substitution of a form of charity, which can be withheld at
any time, for the more permanent assurances of justice; but
much of what the corporations do is simply superficial and
its worth absurdly overstated by the press.

Celebrities are sometimes hired, for example, by the cor-
porations to come into the Chicago schools and organize a
rally to sell children on the wisdom of not dropping out of
school. A local Counterpart to Jesse Jackson often gives a
motivational address. He tells the kids, “You are somebody.”
They are asked to chant it in response. But the fact that they
are in this school, and doomed to be here for no reason other
than their race and class, gives them a different message: “In
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The Savage lnequaiities
of Public Education
in New York

n a country where there is no distinction of class,”
Lord Acton wrote of the United States 130 years
ago, “a child is not born to the station of its parents,
but with an indefinite claim to all the prizes that can be won
by thought and labor. It is in conformity with the theory of
equality . . . to give as near as possible to every youth an
equal state in life.” Americans, he said, “are unwilling that
any should be deprived in childhood of the means of com-
petition.” ‘
It is hard to read these words today without a sense of
irony and sadness. Denial of “the means of competition” is
perhaps the single most consistent outcome of the education
offered to poor children in the schools of our large cities;
and nowhere is this pattern of denial more explicit or more
absolute than in the public schools of New York City.
Average expenditures per pupil in the city of New York
in 1987 were some $5,500. In the highest spending suburbs
of New York (Great Neck or Manhasset, for example, on
Long Island) funding levels rose above $11,000, with the
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